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Abstract
I see myself as a maker. Most of what I do is make paintings, but to
define myself as a painter puts other projects at a critical disadvantage, labeling
them as “side projects.” Robert Morris once said that although visually his work
may vary a great deal, he felt the ideas flowed throughout the work. I like this
idea. The role of the studio and the idea of play as both diligent investigation and
a way of playing a game with the viewer is part of what I will discuss. In addition,
I use game spaces as a surrogate to look at interpersonal interactions and as
setting for a game within a game dynamic to be discussed.
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Play and Exploration
Over the last two years I have been dedicated to practice of material play.
Cardboard boxes, strapping, balloons, steel, magnets, HVAC systems have all
played a role in work I have made. Included in the list of materials is oil paint.
Although a rather traditional painting material, my way of thinking about paint is
not dissimilar to my thinking of other materials; what can this do for me? I would
like to highlight certain works that encapsulate both the play and exploration that
happens in the studio as well as a sense of emptiness in the finished work.
Absence being a focal point of the work was not an initial goal but a common
thread started to become apparent in the sculptures and paintings I was making
that could not be overlooked.
The summer of 2009, just before moving to Richmond, Virginia, I was
working at The Home Depot. My shift started at four a.m. and was over by one
oʼclock in the after noon. The job was fairly straightforward. Orders would come
in for items that needed to be shipped, either to another store for pick up by the
customer or directly to the job site. I was responsible for gathering everything on
the invoice and packing it all together on wooden shipping pallets. I was not
required to wear one of the bright orange aprons that made it so easy to identify
The Home Depot employees, thus I was able to work virtually undisturbed by
contractors and weekend warriors. After foraging around the store, as if
shopping for my own DIY project, I would assemble the items onto individual
pallets. Six boxes of off white ceramic tile, one toilet, and one oak vanity with
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porcelain sink all were items clearly for a bathroom, probably for a house soon to
be flipped for a quick buck. Next order: thirty ten-foot 1x4ʼs, four 6x6ʼs, and a set
of stair risers, all pressure treated, a box of 500 desk screws. The invoice acted
as a storyboard, cluing me in on the mission at hand. The act of placing the
items on the pallets, the different ways they could be arranged to make the
objects take up less space, to be more stable on the truck, this is what got me
through the day. Nylon strapping, giant rolls of industrial strength plastic wrap,
large, over-sized waterproof plastic bags, Styrofoam and bubble wrap, these
became my set of patio furniture, three gallons of BEHR exterior paint, 6 bags of
mulch and a bug zapper. The packing materials themselves were the medium I
could control and the inventory of the store became simply stuff.
After leaving this job and moving to Richmond, one of the first projects I
worked on was using these same packing materials and shipping techniques as
a mode for making sculpture. I removed the individual items, no more implied
narrative of a weekend project or story placed on a pallet, but rather just a
collection of packing materials lacking the articles to be shipped. By removing the
objects from the equation the work became more about the absence of
something, or the empty space that is created or implied.
In a piece like Judd on the Cheap, custom cardboard boxes and custom
colored ratchet straps were manufactured. The stack of boxes is being held
together with the strap. Although the size of the boxes and the color of the strap
are specific, the work is ultimately a readymade that can easily be reproduced.
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Donald Judd is well known for both his highly refined, manufactured boxes as
well as his Stack sculptures. This work takes cues from this minimalist theme
while dumbing down the materials. Perhaps these were what were left when the
sculptures were removed; some empty boxes and a ratchet strap; in a way, the
shell of what was once inside.

Figure 1 Judd on the Cheap, 2009
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While browsing EBay one evening, I came across a sixteen-foot weather
balloon. I really had no need for this, but I thought it was way too cool pass up.
When I got it in the mail, of course the first thing I did was blow it up in my studio.
My air compressor made relatively quick work of this, but I would find out later a
leaf blower would have done a much better job. The balloon sat in my studio like
a benign tumor as I tried to think of what to do with it. I started to think of the
balloon also as a kind of shell, a vessel that encapsulates the air of one location
and contain or transport that to another place. The air compressor is taking the
air from within the room and forcing it into this bubble. As a small gesture I
removed the window from my studio and placed the balloon outside while filling it
with air from the studio space. The balloon became a kind of lesion on the side
of the building. Lit from behind, a large sphere of my studio had been moved to
the outside of the building, introducing itself to the greater VCU campus. The
balloon is essentially empty, again, acting as an atmosphere, creating a division
between an exterior space and an interior space, that being the inside of the
balloon and the exterior environment, while at the same time confusing the two
by encapsulating the interior space of the studio and transplanting it the exterior
of the building. I am using the balloon as a container to hold and move a mental
studio space, but essentially the balloon is empty, just as the packing materials
are absent any physical contents.
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Figure 2 Balloon Project, 2009
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Powder coating is a processes developed in the late 1960ʼs. The process
is for applying a protective layer of paint onto metal. A positive electrical charge
is sent to the chosen surface so that the negatively charged powder will cover
fully with limited over spray. The powder is then baked in an oven, which
liquefies the pigment, creating a glossy industrial surface.1 The surface becomes
ultra durable and is commonly used on machinery, appliances and bicycles,
which is where I become interested in the process. Powder coating is like some
sort of mystic painting that begins as a fine powder, delicately attached to the
steel surface and like a TV cooking show a finished product is removed from the
oven, an unseen transformation, as if it were a butterfly emerging from the
cocoon. After having a bike frame I had purchased powder coated I wanted to
learn how to do it myself. This was an opportunity for me to learn a bit about
working with steel as well, as this was to be the surface I would be working with.
The project turned into a number of drawings, made by powder coating small
steel plates and denting them with a hammer to produces scratches and physical
blemishes on the otherwise pristine surface. The resulting images were soft and
subtle scratches that look like nests of graphite marks on paper, the dents
existing in an expansive field of whiteness. These quiet images were the result of
a method primarily used for rugged applications to prevent damage to the
surface, but through purposely damaging the stark white plane, cavities were
formed on that surface, portions of the expected white span were removed.

1

Nicholas, User's guide to powder coating, 3.
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Where the weather balloon made absence physical, here, I have also made a
physical void, that of the dent in the steel, but also psychological void that
disrupts the white, monochromatic space. In addition to this project, I also
experimented with coating non-metal surfaces such as concrete. These became
a strange kind of ceramic, the concrete acting as the clay and the powder acting
as the glaze. The objects took no real form, but were a way to learn a personal
sensibility. The act of learning through doing, or play, became a tool for
generating ideas.

Figure 3 Untitled, 2010
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While in an art gallery in New York, a friend and I noticed a heater and an
air conditioner in very close proximity to each other on the same wall. This
seemed like a funny moment that could be exploited. Back in the studio a simple
sculpture was made; a space heater and a window air unit, facing off in battle to
see which would triumph. The two were spaced just far enough apart from one
another to recreate the room temperature, negating the actions of both machines.
The harder each of these contraptions works to fulfill its own purpose, to heat or
to cool the space, it just works to merely reinforce the absurdness of the
competition. This work also questions the sculpture itself. Are the two HVAC
units the sculpture, or is the temperature zone created between the two of them?
In a way, the two machines negating each other creates the absence in the
center between them. It was the notion of competition between these two
machines that become of interest. There is no winner. This idea of competition
has lead to the current project of focus, dealing with competitive moments and
situations and how they can relate to interpersonal relationships. The current
form of the venture focuses on sports arenas as the game of choice.
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Figure 4 A/C Heating Project, 2010
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Abstract Competitive Moments
Modernist painting has used the grid to remove the need for narrative and
to “flatten, geometricize, and order” the painting space.2 As Clement Greenberg
states in his 1960 text, Modernist Painting, “Realistic, illusionist art had
dissembled the medium, using art to conceal art, Modernism used art to call
attention to art.3” I am reintroducing a narrative element to the grid structure
through the use of sports and game fields.
In Piet Mondrianʼs paintings you can see both a centrifugal and a
centripetal existence of the grid, meaning at times the grid becomes an endless
expanse that extends well beyond the painting. However, in other works “the grid
is an introjection of the boundaries of the world into the interior of the work; it is a
mapping of the space inside the frame onto itself.4” It is this idea of the grid that I
am choosing to exploit, setting up borders that continually refer back into the
painting rather than allowing the viewer to move outside of the painting.
The ten yard marks on an American football field, the ropes of a boxing
ring, the lines on a racquetball court or the painted lines of an ice hockey rink are
markers that regulate the space of a given activity, just as the grid dictates the
parameters and rules of a painting space. These lines inform the players and the
spectators as to how the space should be approached and act as boundaries for
the space. A football field is commonly referred to as the gridiron. When football
2

Krauss, 50
Greenberg, 775
4
Krauss, 61
3
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was first established in the late 1860ʼs the field had both vertical and horizontal
lines dividing it up, much like a Mondrian painting, the vertical and horizontal lines
give the space both a visual structure as well as a mental structure.5

Much like the grid of a football field, which acts as a stage, the childrenʼs
game, Connect Four is also set up in a grid pattern that is then handed over for
action to take place. In the painting, Missed Moves I am using rules established
by Connect Four to speak to a lose-lose situation. In the painting, it is Blackʼs
turn, but no matter where Black goes, Red can win in the next round. The next
round of the game is a lose-lose for Black. The viewer is the spectator, or the
watcher of a movie, you know what is going to happen and it makes you
immediately sympathetic. I am using abstract painting language that constantly
refers inward to the images while speaking to external concerns of competition in
5

Yost, Football for player and spectator, 2,3
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interpersonal moments. Rosalind Krauss describes Mondrian and Malevichʼs
view as the grid as a staircase to the Universal, and that “they are not interested
in what happens below in the concrete.6”

Figure 5 Missed Moves, 2011

6

Krauss, 52
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In Zero Love I am using the readymade abstraction of the tennis court as
an environment to play a game with the viewer. The title of the painting is a play
on the scoring of tennis, but can be read also as a narrative. The ridged
structure of the court is thrown off by the gloppy, whimsical gesture that
represents a tennis ball. A sports area is like a blank canvas, but when a series
of marks are made on the surface, a set of rules is established and the
conventions are put in place. With a visual style similar to early 1980ʼs Peter
Halley paintings, I am representing the arenas in a flat, deadpan manner, with
moments of pseudo-expressionistic gestures.

Figure 6 Zero Love, 2011
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Sports and other games have set rules, the players agree upon
these rules and the goal is clear to all those participating. I am exploring how
these sports spaces can be thought about in a different way, where the rules are
not so clearly defined and where the ambiguity of interpersonal relationships can
be exploited, utilizing the mental space where winning and losing is a more fluid
idea that at times cannot be determined fully.
The painting No Más is manipulating the Roberto Durán - Sugar Ray
Leonard title boxing match from 1980 to explore ideas of giving up. Duran had
become the Welterweight Champion in June of 1980 after beating Leonard, but
during a rematch in November of the same year in the 8th round, Durán turned to
the referee and is quoted as saying “No más, no más.” This is a rather peculiar
action for a titleholder, why would someone give up like that? Roberto Durán is
widely considered to be one of the best boxers of all time, but this single moment,
this infamous phrase precedes any conversation regarding him.
In this case giving up has very clear results, there is a winner and a loser,
but in a relationship setting, giving up has less clear implications. Winning and
losing are not terms that function well in this kind of setting. At the same time
though, is Leonard really the winner of the above fight, or just not the loser?
Winner via concession seems to be a hollow victory.
For example, two people that are in a relationship with one another could
be having a disagreement or a fight. In this very normal situation, emotions can
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become too much of a focus and one can enter a competitive mental space, that
is to say the goal has changed from solving the problem to winning the argument.
The obvious implications of this are that one party wins and the other loses,
however, once again, this is really a hollow victory as the original goal has been
lost. The painting No Más depicts the post fight arena in which a loser is implied,
but no true winner exists.

Figure 7 No Más, 2011
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Win, lose or tie
The idea of winning and losing is a point of contention for me when it
comes to so-called “buzzer beaters.” Buzzer beaters are the moment at the end
of a game where the last second shot or final pass of the game determines the
winner or losers of the game. These moments are what every sports fan dreams
of, the tension has peaked and the emotional investment of every game you have
ever watched is condensed into that split second. Few things compare to the
pure euphoria if you win and utter heartbreak if your team loses, but what do
these moments really mean? Super Bowl XLIII between the Pittsburgh Steelers
and the Arizona Cardinals exemplifies this notion. With Thirty-five seconds left in
the game, Santonio Holmes caught the game winning touchdown pass in the
corner of the end zone.7 A few inches further and the Cardinals would have
surely won the game and become world champions. It came down to one play,
but why that play? Why not any other play through out the game? One could
argue that Arizona played a better games as a whole and on that day was the
better team, but in the end, this last minute play turned the tide.

7

National Football League, Super Bowl XLIII, http://www.nfl.com/superbowl/43
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Does winning or losing by such low margins alter the glory or despair of
the outcome? Remarkably it seems to do the opposite. The tension created by
the last second shot, or goal heightens the anticipation; the expectations, for all
parties involved reach a tipping point that needs a release. Similarly, the closer
you become to a friend of loved one, the more intense the relationship is, the
greater the let down when things dissolve. It is this build up of expectation that
both makes a moment wonderful, but also has the potential to lead to
devastation. If you are on the winning side of a game, all failures are erased and
perfection has been achieved. But, if you are on the losing side, the proximity of
your conceivable victory only acts to further the pain of the loss. It is the hope
from both sides, that things will go their way that allows the climactic moment to
over shadow everything that came before it. After all, when asked by David
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Lightman in the film, War Games, “ What is the primary goal?” Joshua, the
computer, responds simply, “To win the game.8”

Game with the game
I am playing a game with abstract painting tropes, using the history of
stripe paintings, monochromes and the use of the grid to depict game spaces in a
straight-faced manner. I am then using the titles of the work to suggest a
personal narrative while keeping the vocabulary of the given arena. The two of
these methods working together becomes a kind of game, both visually and as a
form of wordplay.
When I was a kid my mother was the office manager of a racquetball club.
Over the summer I would spend a great deal of time at the club. I remember
seeing countless business men come in in their power suits only to transform into
mediocre athletes. Racquetball is a shockingly violent non-contact sport, the
sound of the ball slamming against the wall, echoing through the enclosed court.
As I grew older, I noticed the same thing in golf. Businessmen, dentists, or other
office dwellers meet at the course to do battle. The interesting thing is although
they are all playing the game they are supposedly there to play, they are also
agreeing upon a different set of rules, a personal mental game is also being
played, the office work is not on hold, but rather in hyper drive. Deals are being
made, networking and other business type transactions are in play. The golf

8

WarGames, DVD, 1983
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course is being used to play a different game altogether. The racquetball court
begins to look more and more like an office cubical.
Play, both in the studio and on the field is a serious endeavor. Exploration
of materials from daily moments brought into the studio environment can be
transformed into third party objects that speak to absence and the lack of
physical substance. Similarly, sports and game spaces can be see as
readymade abstract images, but through the use of established abstract painting
conventions and wordplay these arenas are reintroduced as narrative depictions
of interpersonal interactions. Art making is an anxious field of play9.

9

Hugo, “The Anxious Fields of Play,” 31
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